Suddenly, from a being wise and beloved and almost
impossibly close he changed to something callow and
shamefaced and full of unconvinced excuses. He
asked me if I didn't believe a man could be in love with
two women at once; he said he could be equally happy
with either of us. It was clever talk, but I knew at
last that it was mere word-spinning. His laugh, the
gay laugh which I had hoarded in my memory, had be-
come the party laugh of an ordinary young man who
wants to get out of an awkward situation. It had
been a treasure we shared, now it was a weapon to hold
me at arm's-length. And I, who had fancied myself
a lover, was just an embarrassment.
Maybe if I had fought for Alec I should have won.
But it never even occurred to me to fight. The bare
announcement that I had a rival I had accepted as
meaning that I was already defeated. There wasn't
enough confidence in me to react, for a bare moment,
against my aunt's patronizing assessment of our merits:
Joan, a nice girl; I, a mere ridiculous child. Joan had
the prestige of a grown-up woman, and nothing in my
experience had ever taught me that it was possible to
challenge prestige. For at the back of my mind was
always the thought that I was the tainted, industrial
school child whose business it was, not to fight for my
rights, but to make the most acceptable possible excuse
for my existence.                                                      >
Of course, that quarrel in the garden wasn't the
en<J of my seeing Alec. I couldn't do without him; I
drifted back to the house. Once more we went about
together, but there was something cracked about the
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